HO                               OLIVER     WISWELL
a man whose career was to be prodigious, though his name was then
only Benjamin Thompson : his passion for scarlet garments of extreme
cut; that peculiar combination of warmth and chill ; those cold,
still eyes ; that affectionate smile ; those fondling, airy movements
of his hands, poised against his cheek, plucking imaginary nothings
from the air, daintily touching his full red lips with a perfumed
handkerchief. ...
I turned to Benjamin Thompson for help sooner than I expected.
Two days after my first meeting with him, Buell went to the
King's stores with the order Stedman had given me ; and when he
came back, his manner was so genial and expansive that I knew
something unpleasant had happened. From my top-floor room I
could hear him commenting gaily to Mrs. Byles on the generosity
of His Majesty's commissaries.
" There's nothing too much for "em to do for us Loyalists, ma'am !
Why, if they had His Majesty himself pickled in one of those pork
barrels, they wouldn't hesitate to let us have a piece of him, provided
we had an order for it. Yes, sir, that Captain William Cunningham
wouldn't stop at anything where an American's concerned. He'd
give almost any American a piece of garbage from his own pail."
I lost no time getting downstairs ; and as soon as I saw Buell's
face, I knew my ears hadn't deceived me. His smile was almost
wistful; but his eyes were opaque as paving stones, and his cheeks
a mottled grey*
" What's the matter, Tom ? " I asked. " They haven't cut down
our rations, have they ? "
" Oh my, no," Buell said. " Whatever put such an idea as that
in your head, Oliver ? " He slapped the basket he carried. " Why,
I've got more in this basket than we've ever had before ! Yes, sir ;
.we've never had anything like this ! I don't know whether or not I
ought to let you look at it, Oliver. You might not want to accept so
much from the King's stores." His eyes put me in mind of musket
barrels, old anchors, muddy cables.
Mrs. Byles was sharp with him. " Don't try to be whimsical when
you're angry, Buell ! Let's see what you've got! " She hooked the
handle of her stick beneath the piece of canvas tucked over the contents
of Buell's basket, and whisked it away. On the instant my nostrils
were assailed by a staggering odour of decay and corruption.
Mrs. Byles drew herself up. " Offal! " she gasped. " Take that
carrion out of this house."
Buell looked at her coldly. " Awful ? Why, Mrs. Byles, this ain't
awful ! You're just being whimsical yourself! It's good King's stores '
It ain't half as awful as what some other Loyalist got."